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Reducing the Rate of Teacher Attrition
With renewed focus on teacher mentorship programs as a way to combat teacher attrition, 
over thirty states have now developed some form of mandated mentoring or induction program 
to help beginning teachers succeed (American, 2006). Unfortunately, not all mentorship 
programs are created equal. Simply requiring mentoring does not assure that programs are 
effective or that funding is provided. Education Week reports that only 16 states require and 
finance mentoring for all new teachers (American, 2006). Despite strong evidence supporting 
induction programs for new teachers, it remains apparent that not all novice teachers are 
receiving the critical support needed. Often times, induction programs for new teachers turn out 
to be more of a welcoming party than an ongoing support system. Feelings of isolation and 
detachment still permeate the first year teaching experience for many new educators. My 
personal experience with two very different mentorship programs in two school districts within 
the same state led me to investigate this trend further. If my mentorship experiences could be so 
vastly different, the same might be true for teachers nationwide.
Great Expectations
In 2002 I was thrilled to land my first teaching placement right out of college. I eagerly 
opened up the mail late that summer to find a letter welcoming all staff back to school along with 
details of our agenda for "workshop week." I was excited to learn that I had been assigned a 
mentor. This was great! It meant I would not have to face this year alone. I would have someone 
available to answer all of my questions, ease my fears, and most importantly support me on this 
new journey. I was wrong. I met with my mentor only once all year and that was at the first 
district meeting. The district had also arranged quarterly meetings for all of the mentors and 
mentees to attend together. Unfortunately, my mentor was never able to make it to these
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meetings. She not only taught in a different building, she also taught a different grade level and 
subject area. On paper I may have received formal mentoring, but in reality I was truly left out 
to dry. I then did what most new teachers do and that is I found a way to survive. I aligned 
myself with key people in my building and grade level that could provide support if needed. 
Although I managed to survive that first year, I was determined that there had to be more support 
out there. I knew deep down I had more to offer as a new teacher than just survival if only I was 
given adequate support and guidance. I turned in my resignation and applied elsewhere. I happily 
accepted a fifth grade teaching placement in a different school district. From day one, my 
induction experience was the complete opposite from my first year. For the first time I felt 
valued, appreciated and important, and the first day of school had not even arrived yet. Not only 
did my mentor teach the same grade level, but her classroom was right next door. In addition to 
attending quarterly district meetings together, my mentor and I met weekly to set goals and 
answer questions. More importantly, she was in close proximity to answer a variety of situational 
questions that popped up at any time. She truly had an "open door" that allowed me to seek out 
the support that was crucial for my early success. I did more than just survive; I flourished as a 
new teacher under her guidance. It was these two very different mentoring experiences that 
spurred my curiosity about the quality and efficacy of mentorship programs for new teachers as a 
means to keep qualified teachers in the field.
Teacher Shortage?
As concern grows about the high rate of teacher attrition, we must ensure that new 
teachers are well prepared to enter and thrive in the profession. While the U.S. Department of 
Education predicts American schools will need 2 million new teachers over the next decade 
(Hunter-Quartz, 2003) the numbers seem even more alarming when you consider that 40-50
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percent of these new teachers will leave the profession within their first five years (National 
Commission on Teaching and America’s Future [NCTAF], 2002). Krantrowitz & Wingert found 
that the majority of these teachers exit in the first years of their employment (as cited in Heath 
&Yost 2001). This high attrition rate is one of the most troubling aspects of the continuing 
teacher shortage. In the true sense of the word a shortage means: “A deficiency in amount; an 
insufficiency” (Shortage, n.d.). With that being said, is there really a teacher shortage? The data 
indicates, overall, there are more than enough prospective teachers produced each year in the 
United States. Thus the demand for teachers can easily be met by current sources of supply 
(NCTAF, 2002). “There is this idea that we can solve the teaching shortage with recruitment,” 
says Tom Carroll, President of the National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future 
(Kopkowski, 2008, p.21). “What we have is a retention crisis, as fast as [the districts] are 
moving teachers into schools, they’re leaving” (Kopkowski, 2008, p21). For that reason alone, 
the focus must shift from teacher supply to teacher retention.
How do we ensure that teaching professionals enjoy long careers in the field they set out 
to pursue? Research by the Project on the Next Generation of Teachers at Harvard University 
found “the key to addressing shortages lies not in attractive recruitment policies but in support 
and training for new teachers at the school site” (Curran & Goldrick, 2002, p.2). In order to 
address the attrition problem, there has been a rapid growth of teacher mentoring and induction 
programs in recent decades: more than 80 percent of new teachers participate in some kind of 
program, up from 40 percent in 1990-91 (American, 2006).
Retaining Good Teachers
Can we reduce the rate of teacher attrition through effective mentorship programs? The 
research suggests teacher induction programs do indeed help combat teacher attrition by
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improving teacher performance, increasing retention of promising beginning teachers, and 
conveying the culture of the school to beginning teachers (Williams & Williamson, 1996). There 
is also growing evidence of the positive impact of induction programs on district costs, teacher 
quality, and student learning. Results from the Schools and Staffing Survey, put out by the 
National Center for Education Statistics, suggest that participation in comprehensive induction 
programs can cut attrition in half (American, 2006). In states reporting higher teacher retention 
rates, researchers credit the high quality of induction and mentorship programs (Kopkowski, 
2008). Beginning teachers who have access to intensive mentoring by expert colleagues not only 
stay in the profession at higher rates, but they become competent more quickly than those who 
learn by trial and error (NCTAF, 2002). Mentors help decrease the isolation of new teachers. 
They provide answers to the real-life classroom questions that only real-life experience can 
answer.
Research Methodology
I conducted a research study that explored the impact of mentoring on teachers’ early 
professional experiences. Six elementary school teachers from the Midwest were interviewed in 
order to compare real life mentorship experiences and professional support. Interview questions 
targeted the level of mentoring each teacher received and how it related to overall satisfaction. 
Participants varied in years of experience, ranging from three years to thirty-five years.
Although the mentoring that each participant received varied, they all cited key individuals that 
helped them succeed in their first year. Whether they had mentors assigned to them or they 
sought out individual help from across the hall, each teacher credits their early success to the 
support of a colleague. Each participant especially noted the benefit of having a mentor-figure in 
close proximity to help answer situational questions. The teaching day is made up of a myriad of
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decisions. The data suggests that a teacher makes approximately 130 decisions per hour during a 
six-hour school day (Meyers, 2006). Having the support from colleagues close by can help 
beginning teachers face this intimidating task. According to a MetLife Survey of The American 
Teacher, the most important factor in helping a new teacher become a successful teacher is the 
role of supportive relationships (Meyers, 2006). Among the six teachers interviewed for this 
study, a positive relationship with colleagues was cited as a major contributor to overall job 
satisfaction. Sadly, two teachers in this study have decided to leave the profession largely due to 
the lack of support and professionalism that existed in their workplace.
When participants were asked what advice they would give to a new teacher entering the 
field, they each stressed the importance of asking questions and soliciting help from colleagues. 
"It was very helpful in my first year of teaching to know that I had an automatic ‘go-to’ person 
with any questions or problems that I had" said Sandra (pseudonym), a fifth year teacher. “My 
mentor definitely provided me with a great source of encouragement throughout the year and 
also provided a safe place for me to vent when things became too overwhelming.” Many of the 
questions new teachers need answered are procedural or situational in nature. These routine tasks 
may often get overlooked by veteran teachers. It takes time to acclimate and orient a new 
teacher to a school and the culture of the building. As one teacher suggested, “It would have 
really been helpful if my school would have just created a little handbook that explained 
procedural things. What to do if it rains at recess? What do I do with lunch or picture money? 
How do we line up and dismiss for the bus at the end of the day? I usually felt like an explorer in 
a new world, stumbling or looking for things on my own, sometimes without a map!” It is 
apparent new teachers have many questions that reach far beyond understanding the academic
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curriculum. For this reason, mentors need to be chosen with careful consideration.
Meaningful Mentoring
As districts attempt to match new teachers with experienced mentors, they sometimes 
face a generation gap. It is likely then that both teachers may bring a different idea of how much 
support and collaboration is needed. Decades ago, when baby boomers arrived in the field, they 
“went into the classroom, closed the door, and figured it out,” says Mary Ann Jandoli, associate 
director of Research and Economic Services for the New Jersey Education Association 
(Kopkowski, 2008, p.22). Traditionally, new teachers have been left to assimilate, adjust, 
explore, and survive with little or no assistance. This sink or swim mentality may simply be 
viewed as a right of passage by many veterans. “Teaching is the only profession that expects its 
novices to fly solo,” said NEA Past President Bob Chase (Massachusetts Teachers Association 
[MTA], n.d). It is likely that veteran teachers who survived on their own may not understand the 
educational and professional climate many new teachers are accustomed to. Today’s teacher 
education programs foster collaboration and encourage teamwork. For many new teachers, the 
discrepancy between these two environments creates a feeling of isolation that may contribute to 
leaving the profession (MTA, n.d).
Another challenge districts face when creating effective mentorship programs is ensuring 
that there is a clear distinction made between the role of a mentor verses that of an evaluator. 
Mentees need to feel as if they will not be judged or evaluated if they approach their mentor with 
questions. One of the participants, Lori, a retired teacher of 32 years, stressed the importance of 
having a level of trust in the mentorship program. In her first year she worried that confessing 
she needed help was going to contribute to her not being re-hired or getting a good
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recommendation from her mentor. For this reason, it is vital for districts to implement clear goals 
and objectives for their mentors to meet.
To ensure mentoring success, mentors need to be trained. Not all good teachers make 
good mentors. It is important for districts to put careful consideration into the selection of their 
mentors. In order for mentorship programs to truly have an impact, equal support must be 
offered to the mentors themselves. New mentors need training, guidance and support (Moir, 
2003). A study conducted by Evertson and Smithey (2000) found that when beginning teachers 
were mentored by trained veterans they were more successful than if their mentors had not been 
trained. “The mere presence of a mentor is not enough; the mentor’s knowledge of how to 
support new teachers and skill at providing guidance are also crucial” (Holloway, 2001, p. 85). 
Everyone Benefits
Effective mentorship programs are a valuable investment for school districts. When 
implemented successfully the whole district benefits. Mentorship programs not only help 
districts combat the high teacher turn-over rate, they may also produce more confident and 
successful future teacher leaders. The benefits of mentorship extend far beyond the novice 
teacher. Mentoring positively impacts the teachers serving as mentors. “Anyone that goes into 
mentoring will find that you learn more as a mentor than the person you are mentoring,” says 
Susan, a retired teacher of 35 years. “Every person I have ever mentored has provided me with 
the opportunity to look at myself as a teacher and to look at the way I value the profession.” 
Mentoring encourages veteran teachers to stay current on the trends and to refine their teaching 
practice. Susan credits much of her own growth as a teacher to her experience as a mentor. “It’s 
amazing how my repertoire of teaching skills has grown having had the experience of working 
with a wide variety of others.” Not every mentor needs to be a long time veteran in the field in
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order to be effective. Surprisingly, some of the most successful mentors may actually be those 
that are fairly new themselves and can relate to what the mentee is going through. One teacher 
explained that she had been a formal mentor to a colleague starting in her third year. “As a 
rookie teacher, it has been very beneficial to me to be a mentor because I feel that I gain as 
many ideas as I give.” In successful mentorship pairings everybody wins.
Final Thoughts
As student enrollment continues to grow, and a large wave of teachers approach 
retirement, we must ensure our new teachers are well prepared to succeed and flourish in the 
profession. New teachers need guidance, support, and encouragement. For mentorship programs 
to be effective, they must put the needs of the novice teacher first. Districts must look at the 
hiring of new teachers as a worthwhile long term investment by continually reaching out to 
improve their quality of performance and instruction. The early success of new teachers depends 
largely on the support system that surrounds them. Pairing trained veterans with new teachers 
can prevent isolationism as well help beginning teachers complete a successful indoctrination 
(Heider, 2005). Veteran teachers have the opportunity to help shape the philosophies, teaching 
styles and attitudes of the novices they mentor, therefore it is very important mentors are chosen 
carefully (Heider, 2005). Without quality mentoring programs that reduce teacher isolation and 
encourage teachers to stay in the profession, it may be very difficult for school districts to retain 
new teachers. If we do not address this growing concern, we may ultimately lose many of our 
best and brightest professionals.
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